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THE SECOND SUNDAY OF EASTER

Have You Seen Jesus?
John 20:19-31; I Peter 1:3-9

I have preached many a sermon on Thomas.  As you well know, for me,
Thomas is the patron saint of people who have genuine questions about their
faith, who don't simply take what they are handed in church and never think
about it, who strive to hold a faith that is genuine and honest and engaged
with the world.  I like Thomas because he understandably had doubts about
whether or not Jesus was alive.  I assume he had seen Jesus on the cross
and may have watched him die.  He knew his body had been placed in a
tomb.  Even though he had been with Jesus when Lazarus was raised from
the dead, he wasn't quite sure the same would happen with Jesus.  After all,
how could Jesus call himself from the tomb?  How can a dead man bring
himself back to life?

I like Thomas because he prods me to ask questions about the difficult
aspects of our faith.  Thomas also challenges me because once he
encountered the risen Christ, once he saw Jesus alive, he believed!  Thomas
reminds me that faith embraces all of the questions of life but it does not rest
in questions alone.  Faith believes.

For all of his doubts, Thomas did have an advantage.  Like the other
disciples, he did see Jesus.  The beloved spiritual asks, "Were you there
when he rose up from the grave?"  Thomas and Peter and John along with
the women and the rest of the disciples can answer, “Yes!  I was there!”  You
and I were not.  Not many people were there when Jesus rose up from the
grave.  Depending on which Gospel account you read, there were only three
or four people who saw the tomb empty.  On the day of resurrection, the
disciples and a few other people were privileged to see Jesus.  Apparently he
appeared to the disciples several times and the Apostle Paul tells us in one
of his letters to the Corinthian Church that on one occasion, Jesus appeared
to more than 500 people (1 Corinthians 15:6).  That is a pretty good crowd,
but compared to the billions of people who have lived since then, it is an
infinitesimal percentage of the human race.  Not many people have seen
Jesus since his resurrection.



I was not there when he rose up from the grave.  I have not seen the
resurrected Jesus.  Neither have you.  Granted, some people over the years
have had visions of Jesus in which the risen Lord appeared to them.  Paul
was one of those believers.  He saw Jesus on the road to Damascus. 
Granted, there have been many times when you and I have experienced
God's presence, but I have not "seen" Jesus with my eyes.

Jesus understood our predicament long before we did.  He made it clear
to Thomas that believing what was right before him, what he could see and
even touch, was fine, but it did not give him any special standing over the rest
of us who don’t have that advantage.  In fact, Jesus gave the rest of us a little
extra credit for believing despite the fact that we have not seen him.

We do believe and in our believing, we have found ways to see Jesus,
to recognize God in the world.  I also know from experience that sometimes
our vision dims.  Sometimes our attention wanes.  Sometimes we simply stop
looking.  After years of Palm Sundays, Maundy Thursdays, Good Fridays, and
Easter Sundays, we know Jesus rose from the dead.  We didn’t have to be
“there when he rose up from the grave.”  We know the story.  We believe it. 
Yet, sometimes we just stop looking for it.

I suspect that this has been an especially difficult year to see the Risen
Christ.  The pandemic somewhat robbed us of our usual Lenten journey
together.  Easter was still meaningful and the truth of Jesus’ resurrection was
celebrated, but it was so different.  It came and went but the virus remains
and likely will hang around for some time to come.  With our energies and
attention going to social distancing and staying at home and worrying about
getting sick and the people who are sick and what we have to do to keep from
becoming sick, there may not be much time and interest in looking for Jesus.

I will admit that I am being confessional.  Lately, I have found that one
day folds into the next until it is difficult to distinguish one day from another. 
I go through the motions of each day, doing what I need to do, but I
sometimes realize that I am not always certain what I have done all day.  The
usual energy and excitement and freshness that comes with Easter has not
been with me this year.  I have not seen Jesus as I usually do.

The other day, I turned to a book of writings that always prods me in a
good direction.  I have mentioned it to you before.  It is titled My Grandfather’s
Blessings and was written by Rachel Naomi Remen.  Dr. Remen is a
physician, the medical director of a cancer treatment center, and has
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counseled cancer and terminally ill patients for decades.  She writes about the
ways in which her grandfather, a rabbi and mystic, blessed her with wisdom
and insight.

One of her entries concerns a cancer surgeon who was struggling with
depression and ready to give up his practice and walk away.  Each day for
him was a repeating stream of diseases and attempted cures.  He no longer
cared about what he did.

Dr. Remen suggested that this highly skilled and effective surgeon do
what she had learned from another counselor.  She encouraged him to spend
fifteen minutes every evening asking himself three questions and writing down
the answers in a journal.  The three questions were: “What surprised me
today?  What moved or touched me today?  What inspired me today?”1

Reluctantly, he agreed to try this exercise, but it did not go well.  At first,
all he wrote in his journal every evening was “Nothing.  Nothing and nothing.” 
She suggested that he try looking at people from a different perspective than
his own.  Gradually, things began to change.  Initially, what surprised him was
that a tumor had grown or shrunk.  He was inspired that an experimental drug
was working but little more caught his attention.  Over time, the more he
focused on the people around him, the more he saw.  At first, he would only
jot down his thoughts in his journal, but eventually he began talking to other
people about what he noticed.  He soon got to the point of talking to his
patients about themselves rather than only about their illness.  He began
asking them questions about the source of their strength, what sustained
them, and their core values.  His attitude changed, his relationship with his
patients was transformed, his work became more meaningful, and his life
blossomed again.

One day when he was in a session with Dr. Remen, he pulled a
beautiful new stethoscope out of his pocket.  It had his name engraved on it. 
“A patient gave me this,” he told her.  She asked, “And what do you do with
that, Josh?”  The question seemed absurd at first, then he answered her, “I
listen to hearts.”2

1Rachel Naomi Remen, M.D., My Grandfather’s Blessings, (New York: Riverhead Books, 2000), 116. 
The three questions originated with Angeles Arrien, The Four Fold Way, (New York: HarperOne, 1993).

2Remen, 119.
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Reading that story, I realized that I see Jesus when I listen to
hearts–yours and mine.  The other night I tried Dr. Remen’s prescription for
paying more attention to my world.  What had surprised me that day was a
young snake poking his head out of a storage area under our house.  What
had moved me were the cards that we have received following my father’s
death, some of which honored his life and complimented me by suggesting
I had inherited some of his best qualities.  What inspired me were my
granddaughters modeling the flower girl dresses they will wear at Catherine’s
wedding in the fall and beaming with all of the joy and pride possible for little
girls.

The snake reminded me of the wonder and awesomeness of God’s
creation that reappears in the spring.  The notes reminded me of the
compassion we learn from Christ.  And the delight of Savannah and Holly
reminded me of the pure joy Thomas and the other disciples must have felt
when they saw Jesus.

I was not there when Jesus rose up from the grave.  I have never seen
Jesus in person or in a vision, but I do believe.  When I pay attention to this
wonderful and sometimes perplexing world God created, I am frequently
surprised, often moved, and always inspired because I notice Jesus all
around me in people and places and things that happen.  Especially in these
past weeks, I have been surprised by acts of kindness and expressions of
love that I see exchanged between people.  I have been moved by the
thoughtfulness and eagerness with which people reach out to one another. 
I have been inspired by the willingness of so many people to do anything
necessary to get us through this crisis to a place of health and wholeness. 
I have seen Jesus in the pure compassion of people like you.

The writer of the Epistle of I Peter said it this way:

In this you rejoice, even if now for a little while you have had
to suffer various trials, so that the genuineness of your
faith—being more precious than gold that, though perishable, is
tested by fire—may be found to result in praise and glory and
honor when Jesus Christ is revealed.  Although you have not
seen him, you love him; and even though you do not see him
now, you believe in him and rejoice with an indescribable and
glorious joy, for you are receiving the outcome of your faith, the
salvation of your souls. I Peter 1:6-9
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Have you seen Jesus?  I know you believe.  Open your eyes and your
hearts to be surprised, moved, and inspired and you will see Jesus at every
turn–even in the midst of a horrible pandemic.  Thanks be to God.  Amen.
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April 19, 2020 Prayer of Thanksgiving and Intercession

When we pay attention, we are surprised every day, O God, by the
wonders of this world, the intricacy of its design, and the abundant gifts it
offers to us.  When we pause to appreciate all that we have, we are truly
thankful.  You have provided all that we need for a full and complete life. 
Thank you.  Help us to live with gratitude.

When we open our eyes and minds and hearts, we are moved by the
beauty, wonder, and love that greets us at every turn.  Creation sings a song
of joy.  It shines with the vibrancy of color and uniqueness.  The people we
meet are different in so many ways yet more like us than we often realize. 
The compassion we receive, the understanding that is offered, and the help
that is generously shared astound us over and over.  Help us to live
compassionately.

In the laughter of children, the wisdom of the elderly, the determination
of workers, the insight of the wounded, the resilience of the heartbroken, and
the delight of the beloved, we are inspired to live into the life you have
dreamed for us, O God.  Help us to be the children you whispered us to be.

In times like these, when an invisible illness has crippled our world,
remind us that it has also brought us together like no other event in history. 
In the vortex of a threat to us all, show us how we can return to health and
safety if we work together.  In the needs that are universal and the resources
that are available, reveal once again that we are all made of the same
substance and born of the same love.  Help us to help one another.

Continue to bless us, O God, and guide us through these days into
better times ahead.  Help us, we pray.  Heal us, we beg.  Redeem us, we ask. 
Love us once again into new life; through Jesus Christ our Lord.  Amen.


